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Roman interlude

Music professor's latest prize takes him to Italy for a year

When the subject of his recent spectacular

run of success is broached, Mark Kilstofte
pauses, shrugs and then offers a carefully
measured observation:
"I am hoping," he says, "that when the
time comes, I'll have the wherewithal to
deal with some adversity."
Based on his string of "can you top
this?" accomplishments dating from 1 997,
though, the Furman professor of theory and
composition seems to be firmly ensconced
in an award-winning routine.
In the last five years, Kilstofte has:
• Received the American Society
of Composers, Authors and Publishers
(ASCAP) Foundation Rudolf Nissim Award
for his composition "Recurring Dreams."
• Been one of the first recipients of
the Aaron Copland Award, a residency
program that gave him the opportunity to
live and work in the home of the celebrated
American composer.
• Received a Goddard Lieberson
Fellowship, awarded by the American
Academy of Arts and Letters to "composers
of exceptional gifts." He also received a
Charles lves Scholarship from the American
Academy.
• Won the 2002 Choral Ventures pro
gram sponsored by The Dale Warland
Singers of Minneapolis, M i n n . , one of
America's finest a capella choirs. The pro
gram encourages the creation of new choral
works by talented, emerging composers.
And these are just a few high points
among the high points.
This spring, Kilstofte's success rate
took on added luster when he was one
of two American composers awarded the
prestigious Prix de Rome (Rome Prize),
which will allow him to live, work and study
in the Eternal City during the 2002-03
academic year. Among the other notable
composers who have received the honor
are Samuel Barber, Randall Thompson and
Howard Hanson.
"It's like winning the Pulitzer Prize,"
gushed one of Kilstofte's admiring col
leagues upon announcement of the news.
Sponsored by the American Academy
in Rome, a leading center for study and
research in the fine arts and h umanities,
the Rome Prize provides fellowships for
American artists and scholars i n a variety
of fields, ranging from architecture and
design to literature, humanistic studies and
the visual arts. Recipients live together in
a scholarly community at the Academy's
1 1 -acre campus atop Rome's highest hill,
the Janiculum.
Kilstofte, who plans to leave in early
September and remain until next August,
is looking forward not only to having large
blocks of time to compose, but to working
and mingling with his fellow honorees. He
says, "One of the Academy's goals is to
find people who are interested in other
disciplines and who will contribute to dis
cussions with other Rome Prize recipients."

In June, Mark Kilstofte added a personal milestone to his list of highlights
when he married Leslie Nash, principal cellist for the Greenville Symphony.

Which seems to fit perfectly with his
approach to his craft. I n Rome, one of his
major projects will be the completion of
a symphony which, he says, will play off an
Orpheus myth and the writings of Dante.
(He told one reporter, "When you're 40
years old you read Dante.") His composition
for the Warland Singers, titled "Being," is a
setting of the poem "As Kingfishers Catch
Fire" by Gerard Manley Hopkins, upon
whose work Kilstofte also based a piece
to commemorate Furman's 1 75th anni
versary. The poems of Walt Whitman and
John Milton have inspired selections in the
Kilstofte canon as wel l .
A native o f Minnesota, Kilstofte grew
up in a musical family. His parents were
amateur musicians, he says, and he and
his sister, Anne, were expected from a
young age to take up an instrument.
Kilstofte's choice was the piano and, later,
the French horn. He also sang in the choir
of a Lutheran church, where Anne played
the organ, and today he says his baritone
voice is his "main instrument."
The early musical influences obviously
took. Anne is a composer and music
educator in Mi nneapolis. Her brother
earned his undergraduate degree from
St. Olaf College and his doctorate from
the University of Michigan.
In 1 992, Kilstofte was invited to join the
Furman faculty as professor of theory and
composition - to replace the legendary
Charlotte Smith.
"I knew I had some big shoes to fill,"
says Kilstofte, "and I felt a tremendous
amount of responsibility to continue to pro
vide the same kind of instruction to students.
In this position, I teach virtually every music
student before they graduate, so there's
a definite sense of responsibility for their
musical training."

It didn't take him long to settle in, and
he has found Furman to be a good fit. The
university's support and encouragement
help him strike a balance between teaching
and composing, and he finds the dual roles
to be highly complementary.
"As a composer, I learn so much about
the craft and about other music from my
teaching," he says. "It has truly benefited
my creative side. Conversely, the creative
work I put into composing injects enthusiasm
into my teaching.
"The more I learn about how to put
music together, the more effective my
teaching is. And as long as my work as
a teacher and composer is well balanced,
I feel content."
Besides focusing on his symphony,
which he began in 1 998, Kilstofte expects
to use his time in Rome to write the libretto
for an opera and to complete his com
mission for the Warland Singers.
But will Rome provide Kilstofte the one
thing he will no doubt miss most about
Furman - a competitive basketball game?
A mainstay of Furman's faculty-staff
noontime hoops crowd since his arrival
on campus, Kilstofte credits rediscovering
the sport with pulling him through a difficult
period in the early nineties, when the com
bination of completing his doctorate at
Michigan and teaching full time (and
commuting) to Wayne State U niversity
left his blood pressure high and his state
of mind fragile. Exercise, and particularly
a basketball group at Michigan, relieved
the stress and helped restore his health.
"It's something I'll surely miss," he says.
"I'll have to see what kind of European
league they have."
- J im Stewart

27

